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ABSTRACT 
The policy themes currently steering Australian higher education research practice, have 
given rise to an output-oriented, performance-based, quality appraisal framework that is 
oriented towards narrowly conceived accountability purposes. Because it is so narrowly 
conceived, this framework is both inadequate for quality appraisal purposes and 
insufficient for legitimating and rewarding research practice. The thesis argues that with 
this appraisal framework, both the physical and cognitive infrastructures that sustain 
research activity are being put at risk. This is because performance-based measures 
cannot recognise or reward the processes that secure, sustain and renew flexibility and 
responsiveness in research pursuits. 
The thesis proposes that process-oriented indicators based on effective action for 
research, could provide an alternative but complementary appraisal option for legitimation 
and reward of the full range of activities involved in quality research practice. However, 
a quality appraisal tool that could accommodate the full range of activity for research 
would necessarily have to incorporate processes for making explicit what it is that 
researchers experience as effective action for research. In developing such a tool, this 
thesis contributes towards the provision of an alternative theoretical and methodological 
framework for quality appraisal practices that are congruent with, and grounded in, 
effective action for research. 
FOREWORD 
This P h D study has been undertaken in the context of a broader research program. The 
broader program is one that is driven by the researcher's long-standing interest in action 
that facilitates learning, and hence identity-formation. It is this interest that also motivates 
the present inquiry. 
Human understanding and identity-formation are made possible by the action involved in 
attributing meaning and value to experience.1'2 In questions of value, and the attribution 
of merit and worth to everyday activities, it is human understanding as 'mechanism', that 
is of interest to the present study. The infinite adaptability of this 'mechanism' has led 
inquirers in the naturalistic paradigms3 of social inquiry, to speak in terms of human-as-
instrument.4 While human-as-instrument is a powerful mechanism for enhancing reason 
and action,5 it can function just as effectively as a means of controlling action through the 
institutionalisation of ways of knowing and acting.6 As Berger and Luckman note, '. . . 
(si*) 
mantis capable paradoxically of producing a reality that denies him'.' The potential for 
institutionalisation of action in the form of systems of legitimation and reward, to deny 
the intended meaning in everyday practice, is the focus of the first strand of the present 
Bruner, J. S. & Anglin, J. M. (1973) Beyond the Information Given : Studies in the Psychology 
of Knowing, George Allen & Unwin, London, pp.xx-38. 
Schutz, A. (1972) The Phenomenology of the Social World, trans. George Walsh and Frederick 
Lehnert, Heinemann Educational Books, London, Ch.2. 
Guba, E.G. & Lincoln, Y. S. (1989) Fourth Generation Evaluation, Sage, Newbury Park, 
California p.84. 
Guba, E. G. & Lincoln, Y.S. (1981) Effective Evaluation : Improving the Usefulness of 
Evaluation Results Through Responsive and Naturalistic Approaches, Jossey-Bass, San Francisco, 
Ch. 6. 
Guba, E.G. & Lincoln, Y.S. (1989), op. cit., pp. 174-177. 
Agyris, C , Putnam, R. & McLean Smith, D. (1985) Action Science : Concepts, Methods, and 
Skills for Research and Intervention, Jossey-Bass, San Francisco, pp.88-96. 
Berger, P. L. & Luckman, T. (1966) The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the 
Sociology of Knowledge, Allen Lane, London, pp. 107-108. 
study. The sustainability of spheres of social life can be undermined if the values 
inherent in broader, institutionalised systems of legitimation and reward are privileged 
over those that facilitate everyday practice. It is the inadequacy of institutionalised action, 
for the coordination of social systems,8 in the form of system-level, legitimation and 
reward of higher education research, therefore, that is a primary concern which motivates 
the present study. 
Legitimation and reward systems can affirm the value of action for everyday practice, and 
in so doing, facilitate the formation of personal identity within a sphere of social life9 
such as research. However, if they fail to affirm important aspects of a sphere of social 
life that are necessary for its sustainability and renewal, legitimation and reward systems 
can also serve to deny the value of action and undermine identity formation. 
Spheres of social life are maintained through the intentional action of individuals, who 
structure their lives from the perspective of a particular life view, or values framework.10 
The meaning and value of individual social action is, therefore, to a large extent, also 
predetermined by its historical context and the institutionalised structures of previous 
social action which serve sustainability and renewal.11 Institutionalisation of spheres of 
social life12 can be seen in particular and recognisable forms of language, activities and 
social relations.13 Language becomes institutionalised as it takes on specific forms for 
everyday purposes in specific contexts. Activities are institutionalised in accepted daily 
practice. Patterns of social relations are institutionalised in the form of organisations. 
8 McTaggart, R. (1991) Action Research: A Short Modern History, Deakin University Press, 
Geelong, pp.85-86. 
Habermas, J. (1987) The Theory of Communicative Action,Volume Two: The Critique of 
Functionalist Reason, trans. Thomas McCarthy, Polity Press, Cambridge, pp.181-185. 
10 Ibid., p. 142. 
11 Bernstein, RJ. (1983) Beyond Objectivism and Relativism: Science, Hermeneutics, and Praxis, 
Basil Blackwell Publisher Limited, Oxford, p. 142. 
1 2 McTaggart, R. (1991) op. cit., p.83. 
!3 Kemmis, S. & McTaggart, R. (eds) (1988) The Action Research Planner, Deakin University 
Press, Geelong, p.82. 
Research, by its nature, has institutionalised contestation of accepted ways of 
understanding and acting which are embedded in existing forms of knowledge, 
institutions and social practices. If contestation is absent, there can be no dialectical 
shaping of the meaning and value of action as circumstances change.14 In this sense, 
contestation is essential to research as a sphere of social life. Without contestation of 
established knowledge, the flexibility, and therefore sustainability, of meaning-making 
structures could be put at risk.15 
The contradiction between institutionalisation and contestation is the mechanism by which 
continued interaction between old and emerging, more effective n e w ways of 
understanding and valuing action, are sustained. Whatever the sphere of social life, the 
dialectical interaction between contestation and institutionalisation is the process by which 
growth in knowledge about the value of action for intended purposes and sustainability of 
the meaning of social roles in everyday practice, are possible. Kernmis and McTaggart 
use the metaphor of the ocean shore to explain the nature of this dialectical interaction. 
. . . contestation and institutionalisation are opposed in interaction like the wave 
motion and the movement of the tides that shapes a shoreline; contestation is the 
wave action, institutionalisation the changing land form, bearing the history of 
the sea's action and shaping the possibilities for future action. They are 
mutually constitutive aspects of the historical processes of social formation.16 
At a substantive level, the present study focuses on activities which shape the value of 
action for research, as a form of social life. The focus for exploring this shaping process 
is the action that facilitates or constrains higher education research practice. This focus 
has been selected because it serves to contrast the type of action which sustains and 
renews research as a sphere of social life, with that which constrains or undermines 
research practice, by legitimising and rewarding ineffective action. In the present study, 
14 Ibid., p.82. 
15 Habermas, J. (1982) 'A Reply to M y Critics', in Thompson, J.B. & Held, D. (eds.) (1982) 
Habermas: Critical Debates, Macmillan Press Ltd., London, pp. 279-281. 
16 Kernmis, S. & McTaggart, R. (eds.) (1988) op. cit., p.40. 
the building of a framework and methodological tool based on enhancing continually, 
understanding about facilitative action for research, serves to demonstrate what is missing 
from institutionalised, system-level, legitimation and reward systems for research in 
higher education. In the process, the study both develops and refines an alternative 
legitimation and reward option for valuing higher education research, that has the 
potential to sustain a healthy dialectic between contestation and institutionalisation of 
action in knowledge-generating communities. 
